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Yellow-billed loon at lake McConaughy
Stephen J. Dinsmore and Joel G. Jorgensen
1612 _ West Magnolia St. Fort Collins, CO 80521
21 21 8 Jackson St. Blair, NE
On 8 August 1998 we observed a Yellow-billed loon (Gavia adamsii)
at lake McConaughy in Keith County, Nebraska. We arrived at the pull-off on
the south end of the dam at 6:25 p.rn. and soon spotted a distant loon off the
dam. On the basis of the yellow bill, head pattern, and large size, we concluded
the bird was a Yellow-billed loon. We studied the bird until 7:33 p.m. and
again from 9:03-9:45 a.m. on 9 August. Compared to a Common loon, this
bird was huge and large-headed. The neck was very thick with an almost puffy
appearance. The bird was also conspicuously dark-backed and pale-necked.
The bill was long, thick, and dull yellow. The bill and head were held upturned
and a slight angle. The head and neck were pale except as follows: the forehead
was dark, the crown was very pale, and the nape and back of neck were light
brown. There was a darker auricular patch. There was also a third dark mark
on the side of the chin. The age of the bird was problematic. It was clearly not
an adult because of the facial markings and pattern of the upperparts.
Similarly, the very early August date suggested the bird was not a juvenile.
After some study, we concluded the bird was probably in first-alternate
plumage (see Appleby et al. 1986). On the basis of the bird's behavior
around boats, we strongly suspect that it had spent the entire summer at this
location.
The Yellow-billed loon remained at this location through at least 18
October 1998. Most sightings were off the south end of Kingsley Dam,
although it was seen west to Arthur Bay (SJD). This is the second record of a
Yellow-billed loon in Nebraska. The first record was of an immature bird
from 17-22 November 1996 at Branched Oak lake in lancaster County
(Silcock and Jorgensen 1996). This record is particularly unusual because
of the date. Yellow-billed loons are increasingly regular in the interior U.S.
with most records from November and December with a few birds
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overwintering. Mlodinow and O'Brien (1996) list 7 summer records
through 1996. These records are from Oregon (4), California (1), and
Colorado (2). Four of these were birds that lingered through early June
before departing. The other three records (1 from California and 2 from
Oregon) were from July and August and likely represent "summering" birds.
We thank W. Ross 5ilcock for helping us locate other summer reports of
Yellow-billed Loons in North America.
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